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folk mythology
Folk mythology continues to shape everyday
Russian life and culture in an attenuated form.
The coherent stories or systems still found by
collectors in the early twentieth century survive
mainly in printed editions; their remnants combine with idiosyncratic creations in Russian
superstitions, such as the prohibition on shaking
hands across a threshold or clinking glasses
when toasting a dead person’s memory. Many
Russians feel the pathos of losing a system of
beliefs associated with a traditional, perhaps
idealized, way of life, and erased by industrialization and modernization. Even educated
urban Russians know many details of folk
mythology, which is widely recognizable in graphic art or stories by authors such as Nina Sadur
and Tatiana Tolstaia, as well as in television
advertisements, food packaging, or the kitsch of
kindergarten (sadik) decorations.
Christian saints overlaid traditional Slavic
deities (as Saint Paraskeva-Piatnitsa took over
attributes of the goddess Mokosh) in dvoeverie
(double-belief), a more or less harmonious integration of two belief systems. The Russian
Orthodox Church calendar likewise subsumed
traditional festivals such as midsummer Kupala
or Yuletide masking. Fragmentary records of
pre-Christian pagan belief attract Russian neopagans and enrich the cultural archeology of the
Moscow-Tartu school. On the other hand,
Russian villagers believed in domestic and ﬁeld
spirits until at least the nineteenth century.
Spirits were named for the places they inhabited; the further from hearth and home, the
more unpredictable and potentially malevolent.
The spirits demanded respectful behaviour
(sometimes recalling British folklore about
brownies – if you thank them, they stop doing
your housework and ﬂy away). Some Russians
still toss coins in corners and say the proper
words to ingratiate themselves with the domovoi
(house spirit) of a new apartment. Domovoi (and
sometimes his wife, domovikha) could appear as a
grey or black cat, though the shape varied by
village and region, and might foretell a death in
the household with certain sounds or unwonted
appearances. Dvorovoi was the yard or stable
spirit; the more distant included bannik, the
tricky spirit of the bania (bathhouse), and leshii (or

his wife, leshikha), the forest spirit, who might
lure cattle into the woods or disorient a solitary
traveller. The dangerous water spirit, vodianoi,
dragged down swimmers or horses at a ford,
and the rusalka was, variously, a seductive mermaid or the wraith of a jilted girl who had
drowned herself and took revenge by luring men
astray and tickling them to death. Domovoi and
leshii were often euphemistically called ‘khoziain’
(‘master’ or ‘owner/landlord’) of their respective
realms; in some parts of Russia, domovoi
reputedly looked like the man of the house.
Folk mythology also includes human professions: millers, blacksmiths, midwives, and
shepherds were rumoured to have connections
with magic, and a sorcerer (koldun) or witch
(vedma) might heal a terrible illness (often with
traditional herbal remedies) but could also be
dangerous, commanding a set of devils (cherti),
unlike the benign healer (znakhar). Even someone without other magic powers might ‘spoil/
jinx’ another with an envious or covetous
glance, causing illness or upset that would
require treatment by a specialist.
See also: folk tales; superstitions, Russian
Further reading
Ivanits, L. (1989) Russian Folk Belief, Armonk,
NY: M. E. Sharpe.
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folk song
Russian folk song (narodnaia pesnia) falls into two
categories: a traditionally learned anonymous
song or one of known authorship, accepted by
the Russian folk (narod). Ancient songs were created to while away winter nights, accompany
major rites of passage (such as lamentations for
marriage, departure, or death), or mark agricultural and religious events. Singing was entertaining or purgative, but also useful; loud, chestvoiced songs helped coordinate movement while
peasants mowed, reaped, churned butter, or
wove, while softer songs calmed animals or
lulled babies.
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Literate collectors have compiled folk songs
since the anthology of the 1780s, attributed to
Kirsha Danilov. Songs formed part of a complex traditional matrix: different ages, sexes, and
ranks had their own repertoire, often for speciﬁc
seasons or events. The eighteenth century
brought increasing ‘contamination’ from
Western Europe and importation of new instruments, such as the accordion and seven-stringed
guitar. The railroad increased ethnic mixing
and shifts in class and taste, especially after
1861. Poets such as Nikolai Nekrasov and
Apollon Grigorev imitated the folk style or, like
Aleksei Koltsov and Sergei Esenin, ‘rose’ from
peasant origins to write songs accepted and
adopted by the folk. Jewish and Gypsy orchestras offered popular entertainment, and the
accordion and clarinet displaced native instruments. Ritual songs for weddings and funeral
lamentations remained more stable, sung publicly in many Russian villages until the end of
the 1920s and collectivization.
In the USSR, traditional folklore was transformed by the appearance of ‘fakelore’ – both
command performances on Socialist Realist
themes by genuine folk artists, and a homogenized version of Russian and other Soviet
ethnicities’ folk songs and dances in performance by amateur groups, schools, and professional choirs or folk ensembles. A huge
population in prison and labour camps heard
the blatnye pesni or thieves’ songs, whose minor
key and melodic energy recall Gypsy song. High
mortality and shifting population in the camps
kept most singers and composers anonymous,
allowing formation of another genuine folk song
tradition. Thieves’ songs inﬂuence post-Soviet
popular music, much as rap or gangsta music
does in North America.
A post-Soviet industry of folklorists and
ethnographers seeks out elderly villagers
and collects songs along with other folklore, and
some village singing groups travel to perform
traditional songs at festivals. This practice may
run against the preferences of the villagers
themselves, who interpret ‘narodnye’ to mean
‘popular’ and prefer the movie ballads of their
youth to ‘real’ wedding laments or Kupala ritual
songs. Some educated amateurs work to create
authentic reproduction performances of folk
songs for museums or schools. Well-known folk

performers include singer Zhanna Bichevskaia,
the ensemble Sirin, and the instrumental Terem
(‘women’s quarters’) quartet.
See also: Gypsy music
Further reading
Miller, F. (1990) Folklore for Stalin: Russian Folklore
and Pseudofolklore of the Stalin Era, Armonk,
NY: M. E. Sharpe.
Olson, L. (2004) Performing Russia: Folk Revival and
Russian Identity, New York and London:
Routledge.
Reeder, R. (trans., ed.) (1993) Russian Folk Lyrics,
Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.
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folk tales
Thematically and structurally Russian folk tales
(narodnye skazki) parallel their Western counterparts, while preserving some unique features.
Taxonomists largely concur that major categories of folk tales comprise ‘magic’ tales or
‘wonder tales’ (volshebnye skazki), tales of everyday
life, legends, and animal tales.
By far the best known are Russian wonder
tales, which typically describe the transformation
of the hero or heroine, most commonly from
poor younger brother/sister to tsar/tsar’s wife,
after overcoming multiple obstacles or tests. The
wondrous aspect in these tales may be a magical
item that facilitates the quest, such as a ring, or
a supernatural agent, who bestows gifts or
information critical for success. Antagonists may
be family members (an evil stepmother or
wicked older brother) or supernatural villains
(Koshchei the Deathless, a witch or a dragon.)
Tales of everyday life often concern relations
between the sexes (notably, husbands and
wives), differences based on economic standing
(the poor versus the rich) or between humans
and the supernatural (often the devil). These
tales frequently present women negatively, as
wicked, unfaithful, or deceitful wives, eventually
punished for their transgressions, often in the
form of spousal thrashing. Other subtypes feature
a contest with the devil, in which peasants’

